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A Short Note on 
The Development in Burushaski Orthography 
Dr. Mueezuddin Hakal 


Careful research of nearly seventeen decades on Burushaski (Bur), a language-isolate, visibly expresses 
proper development of Burushaski orthography. Before this, historically speaking, we have no evidence 
that this language ever existed in a written form, despite having a dedicated vocabulary relevant to reading 
and writing. Though, one Bur name of mahakshatrapa ‘Dhoi Hola’ in Kharoshthi script from Hunza- 
Haldeikish (Dani 1985) is the sole so-far known evidence from second century AD. Therefore, this language 
remained purely oral even beside written Prakrit in Kharoshthi, Sanskrit in Proto-Sharada and Sharada 
characters during the classical period. The history of Bur orthography, dating back to the colonial period, 
shows three distinctive phases of its development. First, the initial documentation phase includes the 
contributions with little care for Bur phonology. Second, the emergence of various standards based on 
Roman and Perso-Arabic scripts. Third, the phase leading towards the standard scripts in both Perso- 


Arabic and Roman scripts along the emergence of Burusho Maraka. 


The first and earliest record of documentation is evident in the publication of Alexander Cunningham 
(1854: 38, 398-418, Ca8ule 2020), which relates the expansion of Dogra rule from Kashmir to Gilgit after the 
mid nineteenth century. Here, he only mentions the language of ‘Khajunah’ spoken in Hunza and Nager, 
placed in the category of ‘Dardu dialects’ and provides a brief list of words in Roman script, comparing all 
surrounding languages. He collected this information from the Wazirs of Nager and Gilgit, attending the 
Dogra Darbar of Ghulab Singh at Kashmir. Here, in this initial record, no one can expect a proper standard 
script. Someway, he tried to write a set of vocabulary, for the first time, including arrow ‘hunz’, moon 
‘halans’, brother “achu' day ‘guns’, grass ‘shiqa’, hair ‘gogeyang’, honey ‘macché’, water ‘chil’ buffalo ‘hés 


mahés, grass ‘shika’, horse, hághor etc. 


More to this initial information was added by George Jonas Whitaker Hayward (1871), visited Yasin twice, 
unfortunately murdered at Darkut on 18th July 1870 and later buried in Gilgit. ‘ghan/ghamun’ knife ‘chur’ 


etc. 
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He provides a comparative list of more than 350 Bur words of Hunza-Nager and Yasin dialects 
separately, also comparing other local languages, again in Roman script. In this list he used a 
different standard than the one mentioned above, such as for two ‘altazh’, five ‘tsundo’, ass jakün', 
bow jamma’, brother ‘acho’, bridge ‘bash’, door ‘hing’, father ‘aya/tati’, flower 'haskor/gambüri', 


fowl ‘karkamosh’, crow 


After the above mentioned preliminary documentation, further elaborated documentation and study 
of John Biddulph (1880: iii-xxxix) offers a better organised investigation of this language under 
‘Boorishki’. He attempts to explore its grammar, based on Nager dialect, and a long list of vocabulary, 
where he extensively offers a detailed grammar and sentence structure. This, again, is in a different 
orthography of Roman characters for Burushaski. He mentions, “As the following languages are not 
found in a written form, transliteration is not possible: they are, therefore, written according to 
simple English pronunciation, eked out with signs.” He offers a list comparable to English vocabulary 
and mentions Bur words, for my hair ‘agoyiung’, to abuse ‘multsäs’, bitter ‘ghakowm’ boy ‘hillus’, care 
‘shung’, day ‘günts’, apricot Joo’, brick ‘dishtik’, to be broken ‘khäruss’, calling ‘kow’, knife ‘chur’, 


water ‘tsil’ etc. 


Moreover, Leitner’s (1889) handbook on Burushaski compares the dialects of Hunza and Nager and 
helps us to explore the dialectal differences and similarities. His writings were also on different model 
in the same script, such as Bur word for arrow ‘huntze’, brother 'atshu', day ‘güntz’ egg tingán' etc. 
However, this work became a base for developing the idea of its different “non-Aryan” origin, 


different from Dardic languages (Grierson 1919: 551, Barbour 1921). 


In the early half of the twentieth century, the contributions of Zarubin’s (1927) are prominent, adding 
more to the grammars and vocabularies of Yasin dialect (Lorimer 1928). However, Lorimer, after 1930, 
the first phase of preliminary documentation, and the second phase of systematic study is leading 
towards a standard orthography but not receiving broader acceptability. Lorimer for the first time 
produced three extensive volumes on Hunza-Nagir (1935-1938) and Yasin (1962) Burushaski. Lorimer’s 
orthography is very different from all those mentioned above, even having some basic issues 
connected to his required training (Berger 1985), appearing to be an inspiration and motivation for all 


later contributions. His designed letters were unique based on Roman alphabets. 
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In this connection, Morgenstierne (1945) for the first time felt the Sanskrit inspirations in Bur. After a 
long gap, Edel'man-Klimov's (1970, 1997) description is furthering previous tentative research. Besides 
this, a primer and short grammar on Bur in Urdu by Qudratullah Beg (1980) is an addition to the 
literature. Moreover, Tiffou and Pesot’s (1989a, 1989b) vocabularies are the major contributions in 
Yasin Worshikwar, as known among northern and western neighbours. 

This is the period where local poetry is emerging with documented text, not based on foreign model 
but on locally known Perso-Arabic script with required diacritic additions. In this connection, after 
the 1940s, two contemporary poets Nasiruddin Nasir Hunzai and Ghulamuddin Ghulam Hunzai are 
appearing with regular presentations of their Sufi poetry. This poetry evolved in Burushaski with 
Perso-Arabic script based on a similar mediaeval Persian model that is mainly related to Ismaili 
tradition. Handwritten manuscripts reached readership initially, and later in printed versions mainly 
after the 1960s. This poetry with huge Persian inspirations, for the first time presented in written 
form in the locally known Persian script, inspired the Bur speakers intensively and continued 
throughout this phase. The script designed by Nasir Hunzai, mainly during his exile at Chinese 
Turkistan with Turkish inspirations, and that of Ghulam Hunzai was having several commonalities, 
anyhow, both were not in agreement on some aspirated sounds. There were complexities in Nasir’s 
script as numerals were marking the phonetic extensions. However, Ghulam preferred to use 


diacritic marks, the same as in Arabic script. 


This phase of detailed studies on various topics, such as vernacular literature, more dictionaries, 
more work on grammar, translation, vocabulary, and morphological analysis, appears after 1990. 
However, still everyone is using his own standard script for writing either in Roman or Perso-Arabic 


with diacritic addition by foreign or local scholars, respectively. 


The major and the authoritative contribution of this period is Hermann Berger (1998), linguistically 
trained scholar of Indology, placed an extensive contribution on Hunza-Nager and Yasin dialects, 
dealing in grammar, texts, and Burushaski-German dictionary. This efficient linguistic attempt 
based on the original as well as on secondary data, letting us understand more to the phonology of 


this language. 
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His work in orthography being accepted by other scholars too has helped us a lot to have a standard 
roman script, and useful to base it for the Perso-Arabic model also. Differently, Abdul Hameed () and 
M. Wazir Shafi (2006) mput their different proposals in the evolution of writing. Both Hameed and 
Shafi differently proposed English based Roman script having little relation to Hermann’s 
contribution. However, they informed us about additional sounds in Yasin dialect with palatal stress 
on T or ‘Il’ by the former and Shafi noticed the sounds with aspiration before the semi-vowels’ T and 'r' 


or^] andr. 


ingham H h ir ۱ Gh h سی‎ A 
—a llo Cunningham Hayward | Biddulph | Leitner Berger 5 = pen - = 
1854 1871 | 1880 | 1889 1966 
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Table 1-DevelopmentofBurushaski script since 1854. 


Anderson’s (1997) contributions helps us to have a better understanding of Burushaski phonology, 
morphology, and syntax (Anderson-Eggert 2001). In addition to this, Willson’s (1999) basic Burushaski 
vocabulary gives a better guideline for exploring this language. However, oral texts and expressions 
from Hispar (Nager), with the transcription, translation, and annotation by Skyhawk (2003) is an 
addition to the anthropological inquiries on Bur. Burushaski-Urdu dictionary by Nasir Hunzai (2006) 
and the Burushaski translation of Holy Quran (2007) Ghulam Hunzai are the major additions to 


literature, beside many published and unpublished monographs. 
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From the perspective of the historical phonology and morphology of Bur and its internal 
reconstruction, Berger’s (2008) later contribution is the major addition. A long and extensive thirty 
years of research work of Ca&ule (1998, 2001, 2003a, 2003b, 2004, 2009a, 2009b, 2010, 2012a, 2012b) 
provides a detailed etymological analysis of Burushaski vocabulary of different semantic fields such as 
body-parts, rituals, shepherd vocabulary and numerals with an object to trace its Indo-European 
connections, especially to ancient Phrygian language, with reference to its origin. His etymological 
dictionary is supporting us in exploring the stems and roots of the words in comparison to other IE 
languages. He used Berger's model of script for his research throughout his contributions. The most 
updated catalogue, online presentation of data and research is conducted by Sadaf Munshi. Her PhD 
research (2006), and her work on the Burushaski speakers who remained in Kashmir after partition of 
the Subcontinent is of novel value. Our contemporary scholars working on various aspects of 
Burushaski may include Volker Rybatzki (2009) Piar Karim (Munshi 2012), Jan Henrik Holst (2014) 


and Noboru Yoshioka (2014). 
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for those Yashkun tribes who have forgotten their ancestral language long ago. We remember and pray 
for the departed souls and our appreciation is for all the scholars and students, still working on 


Burushaski. 


This work would not have been possible without the leading role played by Mujeebuddin, Sherbaz Ali 
Barcha, Muhibuddin, Zulfigar Ali Barcha, Sherbaz Ali from Hunza; Muhammad Ismail, Ghulam 
Abbass Nasim, Naveed Nagri and Reza Ali Tabish from Nagir; Dr. Faiz Aman, Zahir Shah, and Abdul 
Hameed Khan, Imran Ali Nasrin, from Yasin. Their centrality and support paved the way to create 


Burusho Maraka 
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The name, Burusho Maraka, proposed by Sherbaz Ali Barcha had been approved by the above-mentioned 
founding members. Burusho Maraka has been endorsed as a platform to centralize efforts on Burushaski 
studies. I extend special thanks to Izhar Hunzai, for endorsing our activities for this common cause. 

Let me also thank members of our editorial board, Zafar Iqbal(Principle, Aga Khan Higher Secondary 
School, Gilgit), representing Yasin dialect; Piyar Karim (Assistant Professor, Karakoram International 
University, KIU), Javeed Burushin (University of North Texas) and Dr. Mueezuddin Hakal (Assistant 
Professor, Quaid-i-Azam University, Islamabad) who represented Hunza dialect; and Dr. Issa Khan 
(Assistant Professor, University of Baltistan)representing Nager dialect. The valuable evaluation of the 
script proposed by Burusho Maraka in several meetings helped us find solutions to the issues on 
technical grounds by this Editorial Board of Burusho Maraka. Further, we were encouraged by the 
endorsements of Sheikh Muneer Hussain Munawwari, Sheikh Ramazan Ali, Sheikh Abdul Mutalib 
Qanbari, Sheikh Ali Hopari, and of the prominent figure Alwaiz, Wazir, Fida Ali Ethar, Hunzuvi. There 


are several other people who gave us endorsement and we appreciate it. 


Lastly, this beautiful booklet for our new generations to learn their ancestral legacy with reference to 
their own cultural connection would not have been possible without the contribution of Mr. 
Muhibuddin, who drew the beautiful pictorial illustrations of this book. Further, it was made attractive 
by the graphical designing of Quwat Khan alias Sunny. His development of Burushaski Keyboards also 
enabled us to write on our computers and mobiles for social communications. From the core of my heart, 
I humbly express my gratitude to these contributors, and to all participants of the orthography 
workshops - from the most isolated valleys of Yasin to the highlands of Hunza and Nager. We are 


optimistic that the trained participants will impart their learning to our new generation. 


Muhammad Wazir Shafi, 


President, Burusho Maraka, Gilgit. 
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